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 LUNCHROOM TO BOARDROOM 
ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
 
INTERVIEW WITH SUSIE DICKSON. 
INTERVIEWED BY THERESE COLLIE. 
11 NOVEMBER 1991 
 
THERESE: This is Reel 26, the date is 11th November, 1991, subject matter, From Lunchroom to 
Boardroom Oral History Project about women in the labour movement for the TLC and I'm talking to 
Susie Dickson who lives at 15 Jean Street, Nellie Bay on Magnetic Island. 
Susie can we just start with a little bit of background about you? When were you born? 
SUSIE: 1915 and my father was killed shortly afterwards in the war, in the First World War. Well he 
wasn't killed, he was reported missing and my mother thought for years that he would one day just 
appear coming up the garden path. But of course he never did, like many others he didn't and I grew up 
with a mother in considerable hardship and was very bitter about war. So perhaps that was one of my 
most formative influences. 
THERESE: Where were you born? 
SUSIE: Blackpool, I don't usually advertise this because Blackpool is a very brash sort of holiday resort in 
England, in those days it was on a much smaller scale. And well we'll pass over that. I feel that 
Blackpool's nothing to boast about now. It's a place where the locals get what they call ‘the brass’ out of 
the tourists. 
THERESE: How many in your family? 
SUSIE: I was the only child. 
THERESE: So you were strongly influenced by your mother? 
SUSIE: Yes, and very much, not just by the shadow of war that fell on us but by the difficulties of women 
on their own. The disadvantages, the inequalities, the injustices that such women have to suffer. Also 
they were a strongly socialist family. My mother's father had been a socialist in the days when it was just 
as bad to be a socialist as it was to be a communist in our time. So there was this strong streak of 
wanting to see a better world running through the family. 
THERESE: What sort of schooling did you have? 
SUSIE: I was lucky. I was one of the first intake of children who were awarded a scholarship to secondary 
school. There must have been, at that time, legislation admitting more children to secondary schools, so 
I was lucky to get a secondary education. And I very much wanted to go on to teacher's college but my 
mother couldn't afford it and we were very disappointed but we learned at the last moment that it was 
possible to borrow, to get a loan and to repay it back when the teacher graduated. And I was lucky 
enough, I say lucky because it became a very great burden later, I borrowed 300 pounds a year to enable 
me to go to college, although I got a scholarship to cover fees, and three hundred pounds was a lot of 
money in those days. And when I first started teaching I had to pay back at the rate of three hundred 
pounds a year. I can't remember how much I was earning, but it was very hard to pay back that three 
hundred. But I did manage to do so although I had three years of what can only be called poverty. But I 
still think that it was worthwhile because it enabled me to get an education which has been the most 
wonderful background to my life ever since. So I'm a little bit sympathetic to the present talk about 
persuading students to pay for their education. I think it's a pity and I think it will keep some students 
out but it is better to have an education and poverty rather than no education at all. And if the country 
really can't afford for young people to be educated I think young people really ought to consider this 
loan possibility. 
THERESE: So what were you teaching? 
SUSIE: Oh, I did domestic subjects and, I'm a funny sort of feminist, I'm all for women sorting themselves 
in all sorts of ways and I think we must eventually do much more towards helping to run the world, 
because the world's obviously not being well run at all, and surely women can make a contribution. But I 
still think that one of the very best jobs in the world is housekeeping and bringing up children. It's one of 
the most fascinating jobs, it's one of the most varied jobs, and it's a job worth doing well. 
And I've no patience with feminists who say, ‘I can't even boil an egg!’ Because if you can't run your 
basic domestic life with any sort of competence what hope have you of running anything else? You must 
have your basics and if people are competent domestically they'll be all the more competent and freer 
to do other things in life. And in any case, bringing up children is an extremely worthy and rewarding 
thing and women are never going to get out of that. So I'm an undoubted feminist I do say that I've 
never regretted my training in domestic subjects and the training that I tried to pass on to other people, 
and still do. Right! 
THERESE: That's good how did your mother make ends meet though? 
SUSIE: My mother went back to work. She'd started work when she was eleven as a half-timer in a 
cotton mill. She was one of a large family and although her father was an enlightened socialist his family 
always rather resented the way he sacrificed them for his generosity to everybody else. And he was not 
a rich man at all but he gave away freely and his own children, as I say, those little girls started work 
when they were eleven as half-timers. 
My mother went to work in the mornings and went to school in the afternoons and she was so tired that 
in the afternoons she always slept, so that the teachers accepted that. If a child had gone to work early 
in the morning and worked all morning, a child of eleven, naturally teachers didn't get much out of them 
in the afternoon. So after a very few years of happiness with my father who was killed, when she 
realised that he really wasn't going to come back, then she went back and into factory work again, which 
she hated, I must say. She had a pension of 21 shillings a week and she got six shilling and eight pence 
for me. I always say I was brought up on six and eight pence! And it wasn't easy even in those days, six 
and eight pence was worth a lot more than it is now, but it still wasn't very much. And the only thing 
was that when I decided to go to college, and I got my loan, I still got my six and eight pence until I was 
21. The six and eight pence was extended because I was still in training. And our worst bit of poverty 
came when I had graduated after being 21, before I started work and when the six and eight pence 
stopped. And then we had about a month or two until I got my first pay, of very little money indeed. And 
when I first started, you see you didn’t get paid for a month in those days, we were paid monthly, you 
worked for a month before you got anything. So for that first month our difficulty was to keep enough 
money for my fares, my tram fares to school. We didn't eat very much, so those were the worst two 
months that we ever had, I think, the least money that we ever had. But we managed and we didn't 
even think about it very much. I've only thought about it since and looked back and marveled at the way 
women will struggle. And struggle without thinking very much about it, you just buggar on from day to 
day sort of thing. I've forgotten the question you asked me, now what did you ask?
THERESE: I asked... 
SUSIE: How my mother managed? Oh yes, well she worked right until, almost, I think, the time I finished 
my training, and hated it all. It was very hard work and it wasn't work she specially enjoyed. But she was 
a great reader and I think a lot of people in those days who hadn't much education were autodidacts, 
they taught themselves. And what they taught themselves and learnt themselves somehow had a more 
profound effect on them. Not like a lot of education that is stuffed into young people today, they learnt 
because they wanted to learn. 
THERESE: So when did you leave home, Susie? 
SUSIE: I left home to go to my first job, which was in Manchester. I was very happy about that because 
Manchester was the city where I'd trained, it was also a city with a very good reputation. In those days 
some of the big cities were like the counties, they had separate education authorities and Manchester 
was particularly enlightened and was very much ahead of many other areas in its attitude to education. 
So I was very fortunate to be taken on by Manchester, but it meant leaving home and I went off gaily got 
digs in Manchester and had tremendous experience there in teaching. Firstly in the slums but then war 
intervened, the second world war came along and I was evacuated, with my school, of all places to 
Blackpool, where I'd been born and we could write a whole book about the evacuation and all at that.  
And then of course, education was under difficulties and I was transferred to be matron of a home for 
mentally deficient boys, because those children from the special school had been evacuated as well. 
they couldn't be billeted with ordinary families and so they were billeted in large homes together. And 
because domestic subjects couldn't really be carried on very purposefully during the war, domestic 
subject teachers were taken to run the homes for these boys. And that was something I didn't want to 
do at all. When I was invited to do it and it was suggested that I should like to do that I said, ‘No, I 
wouldn't’ which was pretty bold in those days for a young teacher. And of course I really had no choice, I 
had to do it. But in the event it turned out to be a most happy time.  
Those children were really delightful and most loving and helpful children and it wasn't really an ordeal 
that I had expected it to be. In fact it turned out to be a very happy time indeed. And I stayed with them 
until I got married. This was still during the war and I can't remember why I was transferred from there. I 
think perhaps children started to drift home again, you know, after a while that evacuation of school 
children was found to be either unnecessary or a failure. Children were better with their parents even if 
the bombs were dropping. And most of the children went home. And so I got transferred back to 
Manchester. I was married but my husband then joined the forces and I stayed, some of my children 
started to come along then, I think. 
THERESE: Were you still working as a teacher then? 
SUSIE: Yes, you see there was such a shortage of people everybody was encouraged to work as long as 
possible. 
THERESE: Were you a member of your union? 
SUSIE: Oh yes, Oh yes! And my first political speech was at a big union meeting. And when I say a big 
union meeting, when we had a teachers' union meeting in Manchester, there would be hundreds of 
teachers there. And I had a very aggressive little headmaster, I've forgotten his name, but he was very 
active in the union and he very much encouraged his teachers to be union members. I didn't always 
agree with him, and I can't really remember what I spoke about but I knew it took a great deal of 
courage. I was only a young teacher and even that union was run by a lot of old gentlemen and I don't 
know what I spoke about but I made them listen. Didn't take long but I was pleased with myself 
afterwards because I'd done something that I felt ought to be done and that none of my colleagues, 
none of my own level would do. So I think after that I got braver and I began to assert myself in all sorts 
of places that I hadn't done before. 
THERESE: What sort of places? 
SUSIE: I'll have to think about that, there's a big blank in my life about this stage. It was war time. I'll 
have to think about some things like that. I can't quite remember how we got away from there. I had 
two babies while my husband was away at war, I think I must have given up teaching about then. 
THERESE: Were you involved politically during the second world war? 
SUSIE: I joined the Communist Party, I think you'd better draw a veil over this later, because I think it 
very nearly prevented us from coming to Australia, because we had identity cards in the war and when 
we applied to come to Australia, my identity card was sent for and I got something different from the 
rest of the family and at the time I didn't realise why, didn't occur to me particularly. There hadn’t been 
all those witch hunts for Communists then, but I dropped my membership, I think really for family 
reasons, I had four children by that time and we'd moved about the country a bit, and somehow it had 
lapsed. And they always were a very small struggling group and I think probably in those days I wasn't 
too clear what it was all about.. I just felt that they were trying to do something to improve the world 
and they seemed to me to have the right sort of ideas and that was about the extent of my knowledge. 
THERESE: Why did you come to Australia? 
SUSIE: Oh well, after the war I came back and for a time worked at some place near Leeds. 
THERESE: Ian's your husband? 
SUSIE: That's right. He was at a the bottom of the ladder, you see, then. During the war he'd been 
overseas for 5 or 6 years and when he came back it meant starting at the bottom of the ladder again for 
him and we were finding it fairly hard to manage and we got the idea that to emigrate might be, well he 
got the idea, it never occurred to me. And when he said, ‘Oh what about going to Australia?’ I can 
remember exactly what I was doing, I was dusting at the time and I thought, Oh I'm not interested in 
going to Australia, but I thought, well I wasn’t seem quarrelsome, we're never going to go, it ridiculous. 
And I can remember saying, ‘Oh yes, if you want to.’ thinking that I was quite safe to seem agreeable 
and that it would never occur anyway. And in fact he applied for some job and we didn't hear a thing for 
over a year. And from time to time I would say, ‘It's just like those Australians, they don't know how to 
rum anything. Imagine not telling everybody.’ See there was no acknowledgement or anything. And 
suddenly he got a communication to say , ‘Your passage has been booked on April the first.’ And the 
next thing I found myself packing up and getting ready which was absolutely absurd and was not at all 
what I'd intended. And if anybody had asked me again, I would have said, ‘We're not going. Who wants 
to go to Australia?’ So we came straight to Townsville 
THERESE: What work did your husband do? 
SUSIE: He was a doctor and he came to open the Thoracic annex at the General Hospital. Oh that's right, 
he'd been in Tuberculosis. Well Tuberculosis was almost beaten in England because new drugs came 
out. At one time, when he first went into Tuberculosis, they used to do surgery and take people's lungs 
out and that sort of thing. Well then drugs were discovered that would control it and very soon 
Tuberculosis wasn't a problem any more. But in Australia that hadn't taken over and this was an 
opportunity for him and he came to the General Hospital to open the Tuberculosis Unit here. 
THERESE: So how did you find things when you arrived in Townsville? 
SUSIE: Well, a very nice thing happened. We had a dreadful journey on a fruit train. It took three days to 
come from Brisbane. It was a train that was open to the elements and we were exceedingly dirty from 
the smoke from the front of the engine and the whole train was exceedingly dirty. And as we progressed 
north it became more and more depressing. It must have been a fairly dry time of the year and 
everything looked so grey and so dry, and the habitations became fewer and fewer 11 with more 
dreadful miles between them and the habitations that we could see were all rather ramshackle and in 
fact the chief feature of the buildings appeared to be a water tank. And we became extremely 
depressed looking at the primitive nature of all of this and the further north we came the worse it 
became. So that finally, I can't remember who it was that said it, somebody said, ‘Whoever thought of 
this, whose ever idea was this to come here?’ 
And so when we got to Townsville, it was three o'clock in the morning and the train was held up just 
outside the station an sometimes I look at those trees again, there were two or three palm trees, 
coconut palms growing by the railway, and the train stopped and we leaned out of the window to see 
what we could of our new city that we were coming to. And the coconut palms were just waving in the 
breeze and making a lovely swishing noise and it was warm at 3 o'clock in the morning and it was just so 
balmy and pleasant, and so delightful that I said, ‘well I really don't care what the houses are like and 
how many water tanks there are, it's just going to be lovely.’ And it really was and we just fell in love 
with it. You see, if you've come from a country where it rains most of the time and where it's bitterly 
cold and grey and really quite miserable, to see the sun shining day after day, even if it is a bit hot, was 
so wonderful that there were no real problems at all. 
THERESE: REEL 27, 11TH DECEMBER FROM LUNCHROOM TO BOARDROOM ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
about women in the labour movement for the TLC and I'm talking to Susie Dickson at her home in Nellie 
Bay, Magnetic Island. 
THERESE: Susie, what are some of the shortcomings of the conditions and attitudes you met when you 
first came to Queensland in 195?? 
SUSIE: 1957. Now, well I was shattered at the primitive nature of society, I was shattered at the highly 
class conscious nature of society too, not that I could complain about it because due to my husband's 
occupation we were accepted at what you might call the highest levels! But my word, were people class 
conscious? They certainly were and yet at the same time it was an extremely primitive society. It was 
content to be without all the sort of things to which I'd been accustomed, and which I thought were 
really a part of civilised society. One of these was say, well I think first, of the rudimentary nature of the 
school health service. And when I commented about this other mothers said to me, ‘What would you 
want a school health service for. Mothers are responsible for the health of their children. You don't need 
people in the schools checking on your children's health. What have the schools got to do with it?’ I was 
amazed at the way that if you wanted to go by train to Brisbane you had to go to the ticket office and 
bribe the ticket collector in order to get a ticket. I was amazed at - what was the third thing we said? 
Something else - and I was amazed at the absence of women that taught an absence of women in any 
positions of authority and certainly from politics. So that when Jessie Groom came from Brisbane, her 
husband was then Lord Mayor of Brisbane, and she wanted to start a branch of the local government 
women's association, this was an association of women, not women in Government, because there 
weren't any, but women who wanted to see women in government and women who were prepared to 
help put women in government. And she managed to start a branch in Townsville, a group of women 
met who were thought to be interested in this project, and I became the Chairman. 
THERESE: Can you remember some of the women who were involved? 
SUSIE: Oh yes. June Hopkins was really the instigator of it all because she was a friend of Jessie Groom. 
And Moira Cormack was the wife of one of the judges in the town at the time. Gertrude.........., a 
teacher, Molly Walsh, another teacher, Doris Kemp, she was one of the few women who did attain high 
office she became vice-principal of one of the high schools. I think probably if she'd been male she 
would have been a principal long before that, but she did become vice-principal. It was a mere handful 
of women but we met really to learn about what local government was about, on the understanding 
that women ought to enter local government first and then graduate later to State and Federal politics. 
Local government being deemed to be the simplest way of entering politics. At that stage, most of us 
knew very little about any sort of politics and those years really were spent in learning about what local 
government was all about. One thing we did try was to get a woman on the Hospital's Board and this 
caused great amusement amongst people. The idea that a woman on the Hospital's Board could be 
contemplated, and we thought a very reasonable thing, because it seemed to us to be a field in which 
women could make a contribution. 
And I remember one of the local aldermen teasing me about this - we endured a lot of ridicule about it - 
and at some party he said to me. ‘Well, I suppose you think it would be a good idea to have a woman on 
the Electricity Board?’ And I said, ‘Yes it would.’ I'd never thought about it before but I thought why ever 
not? And he said, ‘Good Heavens! I don't suppose you could mend a fuse even.’ And I said, ‘Well, as a 
matter of fact, I can mend a fuse even. Can you?’ He said, ‘No, but I'm not on the Board to mend fuses.’ I 
said, ‘I wouldn't be on the Board to mend fuses either.’ But, however, he thought that was a great joke, 
and that was the kind of thing that we were being teased with all the time. But we didn't succeed in 
getting a woman on the Hospital Boards in those days, and perhaps even still, didn't really have much 
say about anything. And we were told later that the Matron used to go as a ex officio member of the 
Board, but that she was not allowed to speak unless spoken to. So how a woman would have fared on 
the Hospital Board I'm not sure. But we never succeeded and I think eventually, long, long, afterwards a 
woman was actually appointed, but she was a political appointee by the National Party and her 
performance there was just about useless. 
THERESE: What other work did you do, Susie? What other work did you do? What other things did you 
try to achieve? 
SUSIE: For a long time I worked for the Prisoner's Aid Society. This seemed to me to be a very neglected 
area of society in Townsville and in fact, and I must boast about this, there was a Prisoner's Aid Society 
in Townsville before there was one in Brisbane and it was very hard to achieve very much. In those days 
there was no subsidy for it, it was just a case of local people doing what they could. And I still think that 
this is a field that is very much neglected. And I do welcome signs that the present government is 
beginning to tackle the prison problem I think it's insupportable in a modern society and a civilisation 
such as ours that you can have deaths of anybody, especially black people in custody. And the fact the 
children are taken and held in watch houses is absolutely insupportable. 
THERESE: How did that organisation start? Were you a founding member? 
SUSIE: Yes I was. It started really because I happened to be acquainted with the superintendent at the 
time, who was a very humane sort of person, and he was responsible for starting the organisation here, 
a man called Bill So....., and it was under his direction that the thing took off. As I say, it struggled for a 
long time and eventually was recognised by Government and a branch was started in Brisbane and they 
required us to adopt their constitution, which was a good deal circumscribed by them. Our little effort 
faltered for a few years after that and in fact they appointed a welfare officer who was a paid officer, 
and that was a step in the right direction. but that was the stage at which I left it, because it was very 
hard for voluntary people to work along with the paid officers. The aims didn't coincide and I don't really 
think it's ever picked up either, I think the Brisbane constitution really put the lid on us. 
THERESE: So when did that organisation start? 
SUSIE: It would have been the 60s, early 60s. 
THERESE: And when did you leave? 
SUSIE: Oh, I can't remember that either, I dare say I carried on for ten years. 
THERESE: And when did you leave the Local Government Women's Organisation? 
SUSIE: Well, eventually it folded. It lasted for 11 years but towards the end of that time women were 
beginning to be appointed. We had a woman in the north, Gladys Crooney???, who became a councilor 
in Julia Creek. That's not the shire, I've forgotten what shire it is, perhaps it's not Dalrymple Shire, Cook 
Shire perhaps. She was not a Labor woman but a very competent woman and she was one of the leaders 
of women in Local Government, one of the first ones. Women began to creep in gradually. I'm trying to 
remember when the first woman, oh, I did eventually stand for the Townsville City Council, in about, I 
think, 1974. This was after, I think, the Local Government Women's Association had folded. We'd done 
our useful work, after a while it was clear that the only way that women were going to learn about 
politics was to get into politics and do something. We'd been on the sidelines long enough and various 
people had moved away and I think the time had come. Well, eventually I did stand. I didn't get in, just 
as well perhaps. There was a very difficult mix of people got in that year and I think I should have been 
quite bushed. I wasn't really up to it. But it made it easier. I was ridiculed so much and I didn't mind, 
because if I got ridiculed at a party I enjoyed it and it didn't matter. But it did make it easier later when 
other women stood. It wasn't quite the novelty. I think it was much easier later and many more women 
came forward to stand later, and eventually 3 were elected. One was Margaret Reynolds, one was Jo 
Read, I think Sheila Keefe came later, and Delma Manson. They were Labor women. Jo Read wasn't. And 
I do think that made it a little easier for women to be accepted as candidates, so it wasn't altogether 
lost. And the experience of going through an election and planning for it taught me a great deal. 
THERESE: What did it teach you? 
SUSIE: Some of the mechanics of campaigning, some of the mechanics of electing, some of the 
mechanics of the organisation of the thing. I think it's important that women learn about how things are 
done, how elections are actually conducted, all about scrutineering, all about the public relations side of 
things. And until youv'e actually worked among people doing that you really don't know what the 
game's about. And all that sort of thing counts, you must get involved really. And it's the best way to 
learn , even if you get in and make some mistakes or even if you have to show how ignorant you are. 
You don't learn so much from the sidelines. 
THERESE: Can you remember an incident when your ignorance showed up? 
SUSIE: Could think of thousands of them, I expect. What can I think of that would be of interest? One of 
the ways in which Local Government Women's Association tried to learn was to invite various sitting 
Aldermen or politicians top come and talk to us and describe how they managed. And some of them, 
and of course we were a mixed bunch those Local Government Women's Association members, we 
were of different persuasions, I don't think there was anybody as left wing as I was, they were mostly 
very respectable women, and very much respected women. So in a way we were a very ill assorted lot, 
well not ill assorted, but we were an assorted lot and we had an assortment of politicians speak to us. 
Some of the very prim and proper women didn't come to meetings when we were having a 'doubtful' 
sort of person to speak to us. One of such people was Tommy Kings???, who was a bit of a renegade 
from everybody because I think he started off as a Labor man but he became an independent labor man, 
and I'm not sure whose side he was on. But he was a very interesting person and a very good speaker. 
But on that occasion some women, on principle didn't come. They missed something because he didn't 
put a foot wrong all evening. We learnt a lot from Tom and he told us that he thought there were two 
sorts of politicians, there were those that really took an interest in issues and got themselves involved in 
all sorts of things that got them into trouble. And there were the people like himself who were 
interested in people. And he said his success was by being interested in people. If his constituents came 
along to him with a problem then, it might have been about a pension, or an allowance, or some sort of 
injustice, then he would work very hard for that, and he made no end of friends that way, and therefore 
he got himself re-elected without much trouble every time. But he didn't bother too much about the 
issues because they sold themselves, more or less. So he was really rather humorous, but I do 
remember that he finished by quoting us some poetry and it was very touching and I've still got a copy 
of what he quoted, can't remember offhand what it was but it was very effective and Tom finished the 
evening as a great success with us, although most of those women wouldn't have had any sympathy 
whatever with Tom's views on life. So that was one interesting thing. At that time Townsville was 
controlled by the council that had been returned a number of times and was highly successful. 
THERESE: What time are we speaking of? 
SUSIE: The late 60s or early 70s. And that particular group were asked one after another to come to talk 
to us about their views on local Government and so on. And they told us some surprising things and 
there was great heart, I don't know whether they meant to do it, but you see when you get them on 
their own they're not there to ridicule you, they have to come and talk to you and be reasonable, and 
they were, and they gave us a lot of information. And I remember one in particular, of whom I was 
somewhat in awe, because he was a pretty competent sort of person and he confessed that when his 
group first got elected, it was after a landslide and there wasn't one of them eight had any experience in 
local government at all. And they had no idea how to begin or what the business was going to be. And 
they simply had to rely on the Town Clerk coming along and putting them wise to what the business was 
and what they had to do, and what they were allowed to do about it. And he said they made all sorts of 
mistakes, they didn't have the faintest idea and he said if only people had known how ignorant they 
were they'd never have trusted them. But they did learn, they learnt on the job and they became so 
expert that in the end of course they over reached themselves and they got out on a landslide. But 
they'd been returned 2 or 3 times by then. But we learnt that a lot of these men who look so competent 
in office start off just like women start off, ignorant and unsure of what to do next, but they learn and 
they have to learn fast. So it gave us tremendous heart, did that. They never realised how much. So we 
learnt a lot that way, but as I say, in the end we just had to decide to come to grips with it. 
THERESE: Did you ever come across Fred Paterson? 
SUSIE: No I didn't. I should have done. I wish I had. Nor did I ever meet Pat Heard, his daughter. Wasn't 
she his daughter? I'm sorry about that but you see, and this is interesting, in those days, I didn't meet 
many Labor people because they were not in the level of society with which I was mixing at that time. 
And this wasn't from choice, but it was an accident. A new person coming into a place, you just get 
thrown in and you cope with what comes to you. And I wasn't sufficiently political, well I guess I was too 
busy. You see, I had to keep my home going in a new country and learn all sorts of things and I just 
coped with more or less came on my plate. So I missed out on a lot of those things that I'm sorry about 
now. But in a way, and I wanted to say this earlier, I feel that I was more use where I was, than the Labor 
people with whose views I would have agreed. Because , you see, when my little right-wing group 
couldn't see the value of a school medical service, then I would say my little piece about why I thought 
you should have a school medical service, and I didn't mean that I would achieve anything there and 
then, but it did mean that somebody was putting a left-wing point of view to right-wing people. Now, in 
my later years, I've been a member of my Magnetic Island branch, which for a number of years was an 
extremely good and stimulating branch and we used to meet together, we would be twenty, usually at 
least 20 members, and we would have some ding dong arguments and discussions and it used to be 
really interesting and nobody wanted to go home at the end of the meeting. And they were really 
excellent. But anyway we weren't achieving anything, it was great comradeship we never co-opted 
another member. See, this has been our death because we are now only 3 or 4, families moved away, 
the rest of us, the elderly people have no young people to fall back on. And consequently we failed. Well 
we would have been doing what I was doing in the early years. You have to mix with people whose ideas 
are different from your own and you don't appear to achieving anything because you're outnumbered, 
but you are sowing seeds of new ideas. You're sowing seeds of something different from what people 
are accustomed to. And, of course, in those days I didn't realise how shocking some of my ideas were to 
those people. And I simply said what I thought and I must have shocked them very much at the time. 
And as I say, I never won a trick, or never appeared to. But by some wonderful, wonderful alchemy 
that's gone on things have changed. Women got on to the City Council. We had a woman Acting Mayor, 
we've had Margaret Reynolds actually become a senator in the Federal Parliament. That has only 
occurred because there was a ground swell of change in public opinion, and that doesn't occur if Labor 
people just meet in their little branches and have little discussions together and report minutes and 
send their dues to Brisbane. That doesn't produce a thing. But it does if you somehow mix up the 
population and get some real argument between people whose opinions are diametrically opposed. 
Now that does achieve something, and I think I have achieved more in those early years when if the 
Labor Party existed I didn't know about it. They were very quiet, the only thing that I used to say and I 
remember saying it at my local Government Women's Association meetings, we used to try to get a little 
bit of publicity in the paper, by reporting in the paper what we talked about, which was all very 
respectable and very nice, about how we wanted women to take an interest in politics etc. And the only 
political letters that ever appeared in the paper came from the Trades and Labour Council and I told you 
earlier they were a pretty wild lot. 
THERESE: This is REEL 28 on the 11th December 1991, From Lunchroom to Boardroom Oral History 
Project about women in the labour movement for the TLC and I'm talking to Susie Dickson at her home 
at Nellie Bay on Magnetic Island. 
THERESE: Susie you were just telling me about how you achieved your aims in the Local Government 
Women's Organisation. 
SUSIE: Well a lot of them, probably subconsciously or unintentionally. What we used to do was try to get 
a little report in the paper each month about the activities of the Association. It used to be a very proper 
affair of course, because we were very prim and proper women, and we were just women behaving 
ourselves but with ideas about getting women into politics. And that was all very acceptable and about 
the only other people who were reported in the paper or who got letters in the paper from time to time 
were the Trades and Labour Council and their letters really appealed to me. They were all about issues 
that seemed to me to be crying out for attention and I always felt supportive of what they were talking 
about. But of course I'd no idea of the reputation of the Trades and Labour Council in Townsville which 
was that they were a wild lot. And I would go to my Local Women's Association and make statements 
like, ‘Did anybody read what the Trades and Labour Council have been saying?’ And of course I didn't 
realise how thoroughly shocked some of those women would be and I never got very far with following 
up on what the Trades and Labour Council had said. I think that it probably did quite many people quite 
a lot of good to have their ideas directed to what the Trades and Labour Council was saying because 
whatever they were saying seemed to me to be absolutely justified and quite right. So probably again, I 
think it's far better for people with left-wing views to be mixing with people of quite different views and 
saying what they think about things. Now there's a woman on the Island, she's one of our oldest 
members, Mavis McClemmins? 
THERESE: What's her name? 
SUSIE: Mavis McClemmins and she has probably been in the Labor Party longer than I have and she's 
also a member of, what's that other thing? Like the craft women's group on the Island, and I think she's 
the secretary of the RSL women's branch, she's interested in all sorts of things. And she's a very 
charming and delightful person, and she has often said that at election time when she goes to RSL 
meetings after disparaging things are said about Labor she will say, ‘Oh, I'm a member of the Branch on 
the Island and we don't agree with that at all.’ And she's so absolutely charming you see and this 
absolutely stops the whole RSL meeting in its tracks. You can imagine! And she does this in all sorts of 
other things where she's a member and you see she's so charming and she dresses so beautifully.. She's 
always got beads and earrings and nicely made-up as well, and well I don't know whether she's as old as 
I am, she probably doesn't look it, but she looks beautiful, she's always well turned-out, and there she is, 
coming out with these left-wing views in just the right places it seems to me. She's doing far more good 
there than just coming to the branch meetings and telling us that she agrees with us. Same old thing -- 
you've got to get out into the wide world. It's the same with women who want to get into managing the 
world, you've got to join the men. 
THERESE: How have your attitudes been changed by mixing with lots of people of different political 
points of view? 
SUSIE: Well this is the danger, if left-wing people go meeting with right-wing people, aren't the right-
wing people going to influence the left-wing people? And I think they sometimes do. I think what 
influences left-wing people even more, and I've noticed this particularly among the Roman Catholic 
community, when the Roman Catholic community seemed to much poorer, when its schools were 
always much poorer, then Roman Catholics were mostly left-wing people. Now, as prosperity has come 
many of my Roman Catholic friends have become much more right-wing. Prosperity makes people more 
defensive of what they've won out of life, it makes them more defensive and inclined to protect their 
new status or their new level of wealth, and you don't do that by being a socialist and giving your things 
away. And so there is a sense in which left-wing people may think they're winning over the right wing, 
but the right wing wins over some of the left. 
THERESE: What about personally though? Have your attitudes changed over the years through mixing 
with people from different political persuasions? 
SUSIE: I have tried to be a good member of the Labor Party but I think at heart I'm really a communist 
still. And although I see, especially at the moment no future for communism because it's been disgraced 
all over the world, and yet it isn't actually the communist ideals that are disgraced, it's the management 
of them and the management, like the management of many Labor Ideals, gets into the hands of people 
who are either not worthy or not quite capable of carrying them out. Communism really does expect of 
people that they will be rather better than most of us are, as individuals. It does demand a very high 
level of morality to be able to share and to give to others when really you could do with a bit more 
yourself. And it's very hard to get over human selfishness and greed. But basically I think that 
communism is not disgraced, I think that communism is still the most Christian desirable thing. I'm not a 
church goer, but if anything, and I can't claim to be a Christian either. But I think that Christian ideals are 
more closely related to communism that to anything else. I've tried to make do with the Labor party but 
its performance does leave me somewhat shaken lately. 
THERESE: In what ways? 
SUSIE: Some of the people in whom we've trusted are really not worthy of the trust we've put into 
them. But that's not the right way to be talking. We don't have to say those things, but deep down most 
of us in the present day world are deeply troubled and depressed and we have to be asking ourselves 
whether we've put our trust in the right people. 
THERESE: Do you feel it's inevitable that power will corrupt people? 
SUSIE: No, because we've had some, there aren't many of them but we've had some particularly 
admirable people on the left. I don't think you find them so much on the right although perhaps if you 
go back to the time, well I'll come back to that later, but before I lose the thread of that, Labor has 
produced some outstanding people. I think John Curtin, of instance, was a man who was selfless. And if 
Labor could produce a few more people like that. He had his shortcomings, he was a child of his time, 
but on the whole he was a highly moral person and I think didn't allow power to corrupt him. He was a 
little short sighted in some ways, I think in relation perhaps to the emancipation of women and things 
like that. But then that's excusable for his time. But I think the left has been responsible for more selfless 
people that the right because their whole philosophy is against selflessness, isn’t it? 
THERESE: Was there another story? 
SUSIE: What I was thinking of was when the aristocracy of England was responsible for the Government 
of Australia they did try to have things done reasonably fairly and in a fairly humane way and in fact they 
used to send directions that the natives of Australia were to be treated kindly and so on. And in fact 
their attitudes were really very enlightened more than those of the settlers who came here and were 
determined to succeed at any price. The aristocracy would have liked to see things carried out much 
better and in that Queensland was disadvantaged because Queensland got it's independence from 
Britain early in it's development and therefore the settlement of Queensland was often done far more 
rigorously than it would have been carried out if the Aristocracy of England had been still in control. 
That's not to defend the aristocracy in all ways, but they were children of enlightenment and they 
wanted to be fair and just and honourable, as long as it suited them. But in that way the right was more 
humane than the actual settlers who were busy taming Australia, taming the Blacks and taming the 
Country. 
THERESE: Now, Susie, you're doing some work as an oral historian for Margaret Reynolds office, 
uncovering a lot of information about women who've been involved in the labour movement in north 
Queensland. Can you tell me what you've learnt from this work and are there any particular stories that 
you'd like to tell us that you've gleaned? 
SUSIE: Well this has been particularly heartening. There are times, I think when all women despair of the 
political situation, we despair of the status of women, we despair about the fact that women still don't 
have equal pay, don't have equal opportunity, and never will have. But that things are so stacked against 
women and we are often in despair and we think that women don't do enough to help themselves, the 
outlook seems pretty discouraging. Now when you look at what women have done, you begin to realise 
that we really have come a long way, that even in Queensland we've come a long way, even since the 
time I've been here we've come a long way. Some of us can't point to very much that we achieved at all 
yet somehow now it is accepted that women can stand as candidates for almost anything, that some of 
them even get elected and some of them have performed extremely creditably. Well that's something. 
There aren't enough of them yet but at any rate we are there and were no longer ridiculed and that's 
wonderful. There are more women being appointed as head teachers of schools, there are more women 
rising to higher jobs in the public service, in public life, in all sorts of places, so that no woman now 
needs to say, ‘There's no chance for me to do anything worthwhile.’ That's not true and while we've a 
lot of things to sort out, certainly things have improved. 
THERESE: Has there been any particular woman who's inspired you in your interviews? 
SUSIE: Yes there are lots of women who have given hours and hours and lots and lots of work to the 
Labor Party and lots of work in all sorts of quite humble ways and some not quite so humble. An 
outstanding person was Ruth Thomas of Cairns, who worked absolutely selflessly for many years. She 
did all sorts of jobs that came along. Her house was the centre of activity for all sorts of efforts on behalf 
of Labor. The women's shelter in Cairns is named after her because she was largely instrumental in 
setting that up. She was the ALP campaign director for Leichhardt eventually and absolutely a splendid 
person in all sorts of ways. Her daughter has written a wonderful record of her life, which you must see. 
THERESE: Anyone else? Anyone who told you any particularly funny or interesting stories? 
SUSIE: I need notice of that question really. I need to look at the files again. We've got considerable files 
and without just freshening my memory, I can't recall anything at the moment. 
THERESE: What about in your own experiences, in your working life, your political activities, Susie? Can 
you tell me probably one of the best experiences that you've had in all your time? 
SUSIE: Well, this arose from the LGWA, we decided that one of the things women ought to be doing was 
sitting on juries and they never did sit on juries. So one of our members went along to the court house 
and made some inquiries about this and was told that she was quite right, women were not called to 
jury service, they just weren't. Our spokesman said, ‘Well why not?’ And they said, ‘Well, it would be 
necessary for the women to signify our willingness to sit on a jury.’ ‘Well,’ she said, ‘We'll signify our 
willingness.’ ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘It's not as simple as that, You have to fill in form.’ ‘Oh,’ our spokesman said, 
‘We'll certainly fill in a form.’ He said ‘Well we haven't any.’ 
So our spokesman withdrew temporarily defeated and came back to the meeting and said, ‘They have 
forms to be filled in but they hadn't any.’ And we said, ‘Well, the only thing we can do is to go along and 
say that they must produce some forms. If there are forms to be had, they must find them.’ So we went 
along with a much tougher line and said they must get some forms, which they eventually did and some 
of us, not all of us filled in forms. And eventually I was called and I think that if I remember rightly the 
first time that I appeared at court I was rejected, which often happens to jurors. Somebody has an 
objection to you and that's it. But the second time round I was accepted and people said, ‘Oh dear, dear, 
what difficulties this will make because there are no toilets.’ I wasn't going to make that a difficulty. So 
the trial started and it was the trial of an Aborigine who was accused of stealing an orange and a pound 
of butter. And a whole jury had been empanelled for the poor little creature and the trial went on, I 
don't know if it was for more than a day but it was certainly for more than a morning and it involved the 
jury marched to the Queens Hotel under escort for lunch and having lunch under escort as well. Now 
the other thing was that the men were allowed to go to the toilet without escort but because I was the 
only woman and there were no toilets in the courtroom for women, I was like the men, I had to go to 
the toilet at the Queen's Hotel, but I was not allowed to go by myself. I had to go with a policeman and 
how ridiculous that was!! What difference there was between one woman going by herself and her 11 
fellow jurors all taking themselves off together, I can't imagine! But however, the policeman came with 
me and stood guard outside the door. I don't know what he thought I could possibly do that was inimical 
to the justice process, but we got over the toilet business without too much embarrassment at all and 
we got back and eventually, late in the afternoon we were sent out for our verdict. And I thought that 
we would have a very great difficulty because I felt so sorry for this poor little Aboriginal who clearly was 
utterly baffled by the whole business and while it was entirely possible that he had taken the pound of 
butter and the orange, there was nothing that had been said that indicated why the police thought he 
had. They'd simply picked him up as a little vagrant who was homeless and probably needed the pound 
of butter and the orange, but they never found the orange and the pound of butter. I was baffled by the 
whole judicial process. But my fellow jurors were a pretty rough lot, pretty tough lot and I thought, oh 
they won't have any sympathy for this poor little black man and what am I going to do? I couldn't vote 
that this man was guilty because I really thought that would be terrible. But you know it is amazing, I 
didn't say anything for a long time because everyone was saying the kinds of things I wanted them to 
say, and eventually one of my fellow jurors turned to me and said, ‘You know you can say something if 
you want to.’ and I simply said that I agree with everything that you've been saying and I think it would 
be ridiculous if we said this man was guilty. I can't see any reason why he would have been guilty and we 
acquitted him. Wasn't that lovely? So I was very proud of Townsville at that time although it was not a 
verdict that I expected. And I really didn't have too much to do with it, but that was good. 
THERESE: What time was that, approximately? 
SUSIE: Dear, dear, dear. It was in the 60s sometime. 
THERESE: And so were you the first woman juror in Townsville? 
SUSIE: Yes, and after that I think there was some legislation which made it automatic for women to be 
empanelled and on the jury lists as an automatic thing. But in those days your name didn't appear to be 
called unless you had signified a special desire to be called. So that was another step in the right 
direction, wasn't it? 
THERESE: You told us about one of your best experiences when you were working as a tutor at the Boys 
Grammar in Townsville. Yes, you can tell me the story about McBeth. 
SUSIE: Right. My duty was to try to bring Aborigine and Torres Strait Islander boys up to standard so that 
they could cope with the education along with their peers in the school and because the class was doing 
McBeth my boys were struggling a bit, I suggested that we should try to look at McBeth separately, 
which we did. And we didn't read the play we did some background work. We talked about Scotland and 
blasted heaths which is the tribal wars in Scotland, which appealed to them much more. And after a 
number of weeks talking about McBeth and various aspects I decided that we would try to come to 
some sort of conclusions so I said to the class, ‘What do you think of McBeth?’ And there was really no 
reply, nobody wanted to say much at all. So in desperation I said, ‘What do you think of Lady McBeth?’ 
And again no response. Well, couldn't they say anything about Lady McBeth? No, nothing came. So 
losing patience somewhat, I said, ‘I think Lady McBeth was a splendid woman, she had the necessary 
drive and necessary determination, she saw what had to be done, and she made sure her husband did it. 
What an excellent woman!’ And the class sat absolutely stunned until one boy stood up and said, ‘Shit. 
shit, shit, Miss Dickson, you don't believe that at all!’ And that was the beginning about some real 
discussion about McBeth, it was lovely. 
THERESE: How do you feel about that? 
SUSIE: Well it convinced me that the boys after all had understood a great deal more about the play 
than ever their teachers gave them credit for and that they simply, most of the time had not the 
confidence to say what they think. And that's important that they're given a chance to say what they 
think, even it's ‘Shit! 
